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Biofuels look like a good option in the face of climate change 
and dwindling fossil fuel reserves, but they are raising increasing 
environmental concerns. Nigel Williams reports.
Biofuel backfire fearsWith crude oil prices approaching 
$100 a barrel this autumn,  
following one of the worst global 
harvests in recent history, the 
idea that crops may be able to 
provide biofuels is one of the most 
contentious current agri-industrial 
topics. And it is presently having 
the greatest impact in the tropics, 
where ecosystems are already 
under unprecedented threat from 
human activity.
Conservationists are having to 
toughen up their act in the face of 
new biofuel proposals. There is a 
rush to plant palm oil plantations in many tropical countries with 
the prospect of biofuel use for the 
oil, but there is growing interest in 
the potential of sugar cane as a 
source of ethanol for biofuel.
So it is quite a surprise that 
conservationists have just 
notched up one of their first 
major successes in Uganda 
which will be widely studied 
around the globe. One of 
Africa’s great unspoilt forests 
has been saved from massive 
biofuel development, helped by 
a conservationists’ campaign. 
The Ugandan government was planning to give away one 
third of the protected Mabira 
Forest Reserve to sugar cane 
companies. The reserve is about 
12 kilometres north of Lake 
Victoria and small-scale logging 
began early in the last century 
along with damage from intensive 
coffee, banana cultivation and 
charcoal production which 
continued until 1988. After then, 
many people were evicted from 
the forest as the reserve became 
established. The illegal collection 
of plants and timber and charcoal 
burning continues on a reduced 
scale but is nothing compared 
with the planned destruction 
to make way for sugar cane 
plantations and the large-scale 
production of ethanol for biofuel. Development sweetener: Proposed sugar cane plantations to produce biofuel are one of the crops threatening tropical environ-
ments. (Picture: © Yvette Cardozo/Alamy.) 
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should continue to be for food use, not biofuels. (Picture: Photolibrary.)Sugar cane has the advantage 
of needing little fertilizer input 
or intensive management 
but that is also proving the 
threat. Developers are now 
eyeing previously uncultivated, 
environmentally important regions 
as potential sites for new sugar 
cane plantations.
So there was some surprise 
when the Ugandan finance 
minister, Ezra Suruma, 
announced at an official dinner 
in October that the forest give-
away had been scrapped. “We 
have committed ourselves to 
conserving Mabira Forest. There 
is other land in Uganda suitable 
for sugar cane growing,” he said.
A study by Nature Uganda 
earlier this year is thought to 
have prompted the government’s 
decision. It showed that income 
from conserving Mabira would 
dwarf the profits anticipated 
from sugar cane production and 
pinpointed other suitable land.The forest is an internationally 
recognised site, home to almost 
300 bird species (one third of 
Uganda’s total number of bird 
species) including the globally 
threatened Nahan’s Francolin. It 
also supports 75 species found 
only in the Guinea-Congo Forest 
of which the 30,000 hectare 
Mabira is a remnant.
“This is a tragedy averted,” 
said Paul Buckley, head of the 
Royal Society for the Protection 
of Birds Africa Programme. “It 
was ludicrous even to think of 
sacrificing such a precious site to 
a crop that is already so heavily 
subsidised in Uganda. The forest 
would have been irreversibly 
damaged had this give-away 
gone ahead. The site is famous 
with eco-tourists and slicing it 
up made no economic sense 
whatsoever.”
Eco-tourism is now Uganda’s 
second largest foreign exchange 
earner with 62 per cent of income from visits to Uganda’s forest 
reserves coming from Mabira. 
Under a 2001 World Bank 
agreement, the bank pledged 
funds for construction of a 
hydroelectric dam on the River 
Nile in return for a government 
promise to protect Mabira.
But at a site also of great 
conservation interest in Kenya, 
the threat of new sugar cane 
plantations for the production of 
biofuels still looms.
Plans have been drawn up to 
turn part of the Tana delta into the 
country’s largest sugar plantation — 
up to 30,000 hectares that could 
produce 100,000 tons of sugar per 
year and create 20,000 jobs in a 
region where most people do not 
have jobs.
Conservationists are alarmed. 
More than 15,000 birds from 69 
species were counted on a single 
day earlier this year in an area 
comprising just 15 per cent of the 
current wetlands. The coastline 
is home to endangered marine 
turtles and two endangered 
primates.
“To put sugar plantations 
right into the heart of the Tana 
Delta will spell the end for the 
delta,” said Colin Jackson of 
the Mwamba Bird Observatory. 
“It will be a natural disaster if 
this development is allowed to 
go ahead the way it is currently 
planned.”
But amidst the rich biodiversity 
is desperate poverty. Around 
three-quarters of the delta’s 
residents live on less than $1 a 
day. Jobs are scarce, clean water 
and electricity are non-existent.
The Mumias Sugar Company, 
which is behind the scheme, 
backed by the regional 
development authority and 
the Kenyan government, has 
promised to bring jobs and 
investment to the delta. It also 
said the project would bring 
roads, water, electricity, schools 
and hospitals.
Local residents are divided and 
many sceptical about company 
pledges. Conservationists believe 
too much would be lost. There 
is clearly an urgent need to 
rethink the relationship between 
food crops, biofuel and the 
environment if these conflicts are 
to be avoided in the future.
